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'BE YE THEREFORE PERFECT." 



The Authorized Version of Matt. 5 : 48 reads : " Be ye there- 
fore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect." 
This translation was altered by the Revisers to read : 
The Correct <( y e therefore sha u be perfect, as your heavenly 
Translation . r J J 

Father is perfect." The American Standard Edi- 
tion, published in 1901, reproduces the translation of the British 
Revisers. It is obvious, however, when one considers the Greek 
words and the context, that the older translation was the better. 
The Revisers sacrificed the sense to the literal form of the original. 
The Greek verb in this phrase (eaeade ow vfieis reXeioi) is a future 
indicative as regards its form, and a future indicative is generally 
to be translated by "shall" or "will," because it generally has a 
predictive force. But in this case the future indicative has the 
force of an imperative. This use of the tense is found in the 
New Testament in certain passages, partly under the influence 
of the Septuagint Greek. And in Matt. 5 : 48 we have an allu- 
sion to Lev. 19:2, which in the Septuagint reads ayioi eaetrde. 
That the force of the tense is imperatival is indicated also by 
the fact that in Luke 6 : 36, the parallel passage to Matt. 
5:48, we have an actual imperative form: "Be ye merciful, 
even as your Father is merciful." Upon the imperatival force 
of the future indicative eaeaffe in Matt. 5 : 48 scholars are 
entirely agreed. 

The sense also requires that the phrase should be translated : 
" Be ye therefore perfect." To read the words, "Ye therefore 
shall be perfect," gives the idea of a prediction as to what will 
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be at some future time. The injunction, however, as given by 
Jesus, is a command for the present. He does not mean, be 
perfect at some distant future time, but be perfect now. There 
is no particular sense of futurity in the phrase. It is, of course, 
true that we may deduce the idea that we shall at some future 
time be perfect. This deduction, however, is made from a judg- 
ment that God would not command what was impossible, and 
that God's plans for mankind involve the ultimate perfection of 
those who commit themselves to him. But neither of these 
ideas belongs to this passage, strictly speaking. 

Jesus' command, "Be ye perfect," is to be interpreted in the 

light of the passage with which it is associated. Consideration 

of the passage shows that the perfection enjoined 

FE . is a perfection in love, not a perfection in some 

to an Ideal r r 

abstract sense. Jesus in the previous verses has 

been teaching men that they should have a complete love for all 
men ; that they were not only to love those who love them, but 
also their enemies. He wished to establish the principle of a 
universal love which would unite all men in a complete human 
brotherhood. Every man was to love every other man, what- 
ever might be the other man's attitude toward himself. And 
Jesus illustrated the Tightness of this principle by showing that 
God himself acted according to it: "He maketh his sun to rise 
on the evil and the good, and sendeth rain on the just and the 
unjust." Anyone, Jesus says, will love those who love him ; 
that is a natural condition of things, and indicates no particular 
self-sacrifice or religious principle. But to love others in an 
unselfish and forgiving way, in a way which will lead one to 
serve others to the full extent of one's ability, this is love of the 
highest order. Jesus will be satisfied with nothing but the 
highest ideal. Consequently, in closing the passage which 
enjoins this complete love of men, he utters the decisive com- 
mand that men are to be perfect in their love for one another. 

Life, therefore, is to be lived according to the highest ideal. 
A man may say: "It is impossible for me to attain such an ideal 
of love for my fellow-men. I do not myself attain it; no others 
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whom I know attain it ; and the whole command seems to be in 
the realm of the impossible." We do not expect, however, 
from Jesus an injunction to attain the impossible. He presented 
the highest ideal in his teaching, but he considered that men 
were capable with God's help of attaining the ideal. To be sure, 
he does not himself seem to expect that the ideal will be 
attained immediately by any one person, or by mankind as a 
whole. The time element for the attainment of perfection in 
love is fully recognized by him. But he leaves no doubt that 
the ideal is to be sought by all in the most earnest way, and that 
men must live according to the ideal which he sets before them. 
Men are not to think that their present stage of development, 
whether viewed personally or viewed racially, is the ultimate 
stage ; rather we are advancing, according to the laws and con- 
ditions which God in his wisdom has set, toward a goal the 
characteristics of which can now be only dimly comprehended. 
We are to live by faith in him, committing our lives in the 
fullest sense to him, walking according to the commandments 
which Jesus has given, and striving for the ideal which he has 
proclaimed, trusting that God in his own time will bring us to 
that ultimate condition of perfection in love which the gospel 
indicates as his will for men. 

In this important teaching of Jesus, as in all the teachings 
contained in the Sermon on the Mount, as well as in other parts 
Jesus Utters °^ tne g os P e l s > Jesus is announcing to men the will 
the Divine of God. He stands as a successor of the old 
Imperative Hebrew prophets who had themselves attained a 
lofty ideal of life, and had themselves apprehended the will of 
God in a large and true measure. But Jesus was not simply a 
second Elijah, or Isaiah, or Jeremiah, or Hosea, or Micah, 
reiterating their message. He was in the supreme sense a 
revealer of God to men. He knew, as others had not known, 
what the will of God required of men, and what the character of 
God was in his relation toward men. Jesus' teaching in these 
words is, therefore, a divine message, and the command which 
he gives that men are to be perfect in love is God's own com- 
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mand. If one seeks further evidence that the command is God's 
own, one may find it in the response which the sincere soul 
makes to Jesus' utterance. The injunction of Jesus that men 
love according to the highest ideal of love is an injunction 
which appeals at once to the devout person as a law within his 
heart. The word of Jesus which comes to him from without is 
welcomed just because it is a duplicate of that already present 
within. 

We are having in these days a new and valuable emphasis 
upon the part which the will plays in a man's life. Sometimes 

it has been thought that the intellect dominates the 
he ill r w hole man. But a truer philosophy supports the 

view which Jesus took, that the individual in his 
complete self is the real man with the will as the dominating 
force. Jesus always taught with the underlying assumption that 
a man's choice was the thing to be reached, and the thing to 
receive the first attention on the part of the man himself. If he 
chose to be good, he might be good ; if he did not so choose, he 
should be stirred to a sense of his responsibility and make the 
necessary choice. A man must, according to Jesus, turn away 
from that which is sinful and low and selfish, to that which is 
right and noble and helpful. That God stands always ready to 
assist the man who chooses to turn his life in the direction of 
goodness is always understood. But the responsibility of choice 
rests with the individual. If he has a will to be good, he may 
become so; and if he has not the will, he is under obligation to 
arouse himself to this choice. 

It has not been the experience of men in the past that a 
choice of the ideal life, however sincere or energetic, brought an 
The Trans- immediate realization of the ideal. Even those 
formation who have most faithfully striven to attain the 

of Conduct gospel ideal have made slow progress toward it. 
The attainment is evidently to be reached by a process of 
development. This seems to be true, not only for the indi- 
vidual, but also for the race. We are moving forward toward 
the ideal slowly, to be sure, but with a progress to which we 
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cannot be blind, and which guarantees to us an ultimate 
realization of the ideal. We should not be satisfied, however, 
with the progress we make ; rather, we should deepen our 
resolve, expend our energy, and avail ourselves of every oppor- 
tunity for hastening the progress. When we have done this we 
can safely leave the rest to God, in a perfect trust that he will 
fulfil his purposes in the world. 

The fundamental choice of a man is the criterion of God's 
judgment of him. If he has chosen goodness, he has placed 
himself in a right relation to God, and has shown himself a true 
son of his heavenly Father. The criterion of judgment is not 
the conduct of a man, but the state of his heart. Nevertheless, 
as Jesus specifically taught, and Paul also, the life of a man who 
has chosen goodness will as a natural outcome of that choice 
manifest more and more completely the goodness which he seeks 
to attain. The fruits of the spirit, as Paul calls them, will show 
themselves. The conduct — that is, the external acts — of a 
man's life will evince the direction of the life within. There 
will come in due time a transformation of conduct which will 
give outward expression to the inner life. The faith which does 
not in due time transform the character and the conduct of a 
man is, as James said, "dead." And Jesus affirms the same 
truth in the most emphatic way when in the closing words of the 
Sermon on the Mount he says : " Not everyone that saith unto 
me Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven ; but he 
that doeth the will of my Father who is in heaven." 



